CHAPTER    XXIV
SACRIFICIAL
UPON a shelf of snow facing the sea the Weddell seals lay
sleeping motionless all day and all night. The tempests that
raged around their bed meant nothing to them. The
winds howled round them and the snow piled up against
their bodies. The trails they made, smeared with their
excrement, curved through the snow from the beach up to
their resting place. We seldom saw them arrive at or leave
this windy shelf but always about half a dozen lay there, dark
inert shapes upon the whiteness. But sometimes, in the
edges of the surf, a sleek head appeared, poised and alert, with
round shining eyes. Then the long shape of the beast would
draw itself out of the water on to the stones and change from
a lithe swift arrow, darting with sure movements in the world
it knew, to a clumsy helpless thing which wriggled awk-
wardly upon its belly. It dragged itself, pausing often from
exhaustion, up to the snow shelf and lay down among its
fellows. They took no notice of it but languidly raised their
flippers and, with a grotesquely human gesture, scratched
their mottled skins, or lifted their fan-shaped hind limbs aloft
and rubbed them slowly together. When you approached
them they raised their heads from their snowy pillows and
looked at you with sad lambent eyes along the barrels of
their bodies. They rolled over to change their position
without altering their posture in an absurd circus way as I
have seen seals do with a ball balanced upon their noses.
If you touched them with your boot they writhed suddenly
as though in agony and gave a hoarse cry. And their
shining sorrowful eyes filled with tears.
Acidly polite we argued how to kill them, having no gun.
I, who hate killing animals, felt all my high and humane
principles melting into water before the craving for fresh
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